CHAPTER 191 


November 4, 2011 


“Here’s the paperwork | promised. I’m not quite sure how much it’ll help without the 
passport, but it’s the best | could do.” 


Justin had been sitting in the park, reading some book as he just let the breeze run 
though his hair. It was strange to just enjoy the atmosphere when it was so cold out, 
but alas, Justin seemed to prefer reading in the broad daylight. And truth be told, he 
wasn’t surprised in the slightest Naoto had shown up; her and her damn 
investigation seemed to bug him day in and day out, and despite the fact that he 
just didn’t really care anymore, he was just as involved in this as her he supposed, 
so he had to at the very least be available for when she wanted to ask him stupid 
questions in regards to the riddles their culprit had been leaving behind. And what 
better place to meet then... well actually anywhere. Naoto seemed to be pretty 
damn good at finding Justin regardless of where he was. He couldn’t decide whether 
it was creepy or annoying. Justin nodded slightly before gripping the papers Naoto 
had been holding in her hand, eyes still focused on his book. He was grateful for 
Naoto’s assistance, but you know how when you’re almost at the end of something 
and someone tried to interrupt you how you just kind of shrug them off for the 
moment being? It was like that, even if he was very excited to get that birth 
certificate in his hand. Now he just needed to forge a passpor- I, uh mean... Legally 
obtain. Yes... 


“Inwardly: alone. Here. Living under the land, under the sea, in the belly of AM, 
whom we created because our time was badly spent and we must have known 
unconsciously that he could do it better. At least the four of them are safe at last. 
AM will be all the madder for that. It makes me a little happier. And yet... AM has 
won, simply... he has taken his revenge... | have no mouth. And | must scream.” 
Justin read aloud to himself before snapping the book shut and dropping it off to his 
side. He wasn’t much of a reader, but there were a few books that he found himself 
rereading time and time again. Hamlet was the biggest offender, but | Have No 
Mouth and | Must Scream had slowly become a close contender in the years that 
passed. It was twisted, cruel, disturbing, and uncomfortable to read. Perhaps that 
was why it was so perfect. Naoto passed a Justin a slightly perplexed glance as he 
turned his attention back to the certificate. “Thanks; now | just have to fill out the 
rest of the paperwork.” He sighed as he slid the document between the pages of his 
book, using it like a folder until he could put this somewhere safe. 


“Harlan Ellison?” Naoto inquired, not paying much attention to Justin’s bitching and 
moaning regarding the paperwork he would be swamped with over what felt like 
decades. Justin was only slightly surprised Naoto was able to identify the author of 
the book he had been reading; she would certainly be the first person he knew to 


have actually recognized the story. In a way, it made him a little giddy; but then he 
remembered this was Naoto, and he got pretty damn sad thinking he liked an 
author that she most likely enjoyed as well. Hell, knowing Naoto, it wouldn’t surprise 
Justin if she just happened to know every author that had ever existed. 


“If it wasn’t obvious enough I'd be more than obliged to recite the hate speech.” 
Justin remarked sarcastically. Naoto just shook her head with refusal; it was really 
more a hypothetical question than anything. She knew it was Harlan Ellison, she 
was just surprised to see Justin reading it. But then, given the story was about five 
people pretty much being tortured by a super computer until they commit suicide, 
maybe she shouldn’t have been so surprised. Still, pretty damn impressive reading 
materials for what she had assumed was a mere delinquent. She’d never imagine 
Justin as being the kind to read cryptic short stories such as this. 


“I'll pass.” 


“So what do you want this time?” Justin remarked, spinning his cane around in the 
dirt using the tip of his index finger; like holding a top in place as it spun against the 
table. Naoto seemed a little embarrassed that it was so obvious she was here just 
for business. She was of course, and it wasn’t like she had anything to prove to 
Justin, but even then, appearances were everything. She didn’t need Justin getting 
any angrier than he always seemed to be. She cleared her throat for a moment 
before getting back on topic, tugging at another card in her jacket pocket. 


“This was in my mailbox this morning. The Phantom Thief knows where | live... 
Which means he had other reasons for having you deliver the first card. Why you, 
though...?” Naoto mused aloud as she passed the card off to Justin. She had already 
read the contents, so she had no real reason to examine it any further; Justin could 
have all the time he needed to read that thing over. She’d also like to note Justin 
tore up envelops in the worst way possible. How was she suppose to reseal the lip 
of the envelope if it was completely ripped off by Justin’s finger? 


“I’m going to assume it has something to do with my father. Blackmail perhaps? No, 
no, | would never comply with that; anyone who knew my family would know that. 
Whatever it is; it’s clear your thief wants to drag me into this as well.” Justin mused 
out lout for a moment before shrugging his shoulders. He’d hold off on the criminal 
profiling so long as they had these leads to follow. Their suspect was leaving clues 
left and right; they didn’t need to leave anything to the imagination this time 
around. “When the banks close, the fruit tree grows. By the large seven at the third 
is the spot | chose...” Justin read silently out loud to himself. He found it easier to 
concentrate on his readings when he read out loud, even though he so often read 
silently in his head. 


“More cryptic this time. Well, | anticipated that. The first thing that comes to mind 
with fruit tree is the original card. But the second sentence... By the seven, at the 
third... What do these numerical values mean...?” Naoto contemplated, trying to 


decipher the riddle that had been left behind this time. It certainly wasn’t any riddle 
about a mailbox; know this was a lot less obvious and would require much more 
insight into the matter. Justin shrugged a bit, taking a quick sniff of the cardboard 
card just to check if that invisible ink shit was there again. Naoto had given him a 
funny look at first, but once she realized what he was doing, she had to 
acknowledge it was a pretty smart thing to do. Too bad it didn’t turn up any results. 


“First part’s probably not important. Just tweedle-dee, twiddle-dum bullshit.” Justin 
decided after a moment. From what he could tell, it was just there to make a clever 
rhyme, to continue with this illusion that it was all just a game. “The numbers are 
the important part, though in what regard | can’t tell. Perhaps it relates to the 
positions on a clock; though relative to where, | wouldn’t even know.” Justin shook 
his head a bit with annoyance. Riddles were usually his specialty, but this wasn’t 
really a riddle. There WAS a difference between a puzzle and a riddle after all; and 
this fell more under the former. It was nonsensical, and no doubt the solution would 
be just as bullshit... unless... Unless Justin took into account who the letter had been 
delivered to... 


“The numbers themselves...? The seven and the third...” Naoto repeated to herself 
before being struck by a sudden bolt of inspiration, eyes lighting up like light bulbs. 
She thought she might have had an idea on what the solution to their little puzzle 
was. “When the banks close, the fruit tree grows... Look at the third and seventh 
words...Banks and tree. In other words, by the large tree at the banks is the spot | 
chose! A-Anyway, let's search for the biggest tree at this river's banks!” Naoto 
explained her theory to Justin before hopping off the bench in search of the tree 
that would no doubt be housing more of her possessions. At least, she had intended 
to, though Justin immediately grabbed her by the wrist to stop her from running off. 
Remind Naoto to assure Justin that if he ever touched her again for any reason she 
would break his arm. 


“Ah ah ah; not quite.” Justin remarked, gesturing for Naoto to take a seat again. 
Naoto was a little reluctant to do so, but if Justin had a better theory as to what was 
going on then by all means, she’d listen. “It’s clear our culprit wants me to be a part 
of this in some form or another, correct? Yet somehow everything has been about 
YOU. How exactly does he even know I’m cooperating unless he could force us to 
work together?” Justin inquired. 


“| don’t follow.” Naoto remarked dully after a moment. She didn’t see how any of 
this was relevant to the puzzle they had been given. If anything it just sounded like 
a flaw in their culprit’s plan; though to be fair, their culprit was smarter than he 
looked if he was applying such skillful tactics of sending the two in loops during 
their investigation. He knew what he was doing, he wouldn’t just neglect that fact. 


“It’s simple. | delivered the first letter to you, and that’s how he knew we were 
cooperating the first time. Because the first letter pertained solely to you. Now he 


delivered this letter to you to insure it would get to me. This card’s riddle would be 
only something | would understand; it’s not as simple as just picking out the third 
and seventh words.” Justin remarked, holding the card up as he spoke as if to hold it 
as a Shining example of his theory. Naoto nodded her head slightly. She wasn’t sure 
she agreed, but it certainly made sense. If their culprit wanted them to work 
together, this was a brilliant means of insuring information is being transferred 
between the two. Though why he wanted them both working on this, she couldn’t 
quite say. 


“So then you have an idea as to the solution to our puzzle?” 


“It’s only a theory, but | think | might be on the nail here.” Justin remarked, holding 
the card up to his eyes to view it again, as if visual simulation to keep his thought 
process moving as he vocalized his theory. “Seven and the third; not particularly 
notable numbers unless you were to put them in ascending order, at which point it 
becomes three and seven. 3’s and 7’s. Threes and sevens are the most common 
numbers to get in a game of poker, though also the most unlucky, second only to 
two’s and sevens. It’s also a hospital myth that deaths come in threes and sevens 
throughout the course of a day. Probably insignificant or irrelevant though. More 
importantly, it’s also the name of a Queens of the Stone Age song. Era Vulgaris, 
Track 8; one of my favorite albums coincidentally enough.” Justin mused to himself. 
Pretty damn clever that their culprit would hide the puzzle in a solution only Justin 
would ever think of. After all, it was a long shot, but it was too much of a 
coincidence to dismiss as being impossible. He’d also like to note it was pretty 
damn creepy that this guy knew what kind of music he liked. Who the hell was this 


guy? 


“And you think the clue has to do with... music?” Naoto remarked with 
exasperation. That had to be the stupidest thing she had ever heard; you couldn’t 
hide someone's possession in music, and besides: you could relate anything back to 
music if you tried hard enough. Especially two numbers. This was hardly a 
connection; it was far more likely that he hid the possessions in the tree. Justin 
nodded his head a bit. 


“Absolutely... And | think | know just where we can find our CD.” 


“Sell CD’s? Ah, we don’t have as huge a Selection as that place in the shopping 
district, but we’ve got some stuff in that rack over there.” 


Justin had, very reluctantly, made his way back to that music store he had got his 
guitar from. After all, if he wanted to find a stoner rock CD, where better to look 
than a stoner’s store? Not to mention the guy clearly had a hard on for Queens of 
the Stone Age. But hey, so did Justin, so it was kind of okay. Only kinda though. The 
guy was creepy enough without the fangasming over bands. Justin just nodded a bit 


with appreciation before quickly running off, Naoto following slowly in his wake. 
Perhaps she hadn’t quite realized that the guy in front of her was totally a creepy 
stoner guy. Maybe that was for the best. Justin quickly darted over to the box full of 
CD’s strategically placed against a wall on the other side of the store. Sure enough; 
all stoner rock. This guy had some serious issues. Not that Justin was complaining, 
because there were like seven copies of Era Vulgaris here. And what do you know, 
there was one for every special edition and pre-order bonus they released. Either 
that was dedication, or a serious lack of getting laid in one’s life. Justin was willing 
to bet the latter. All the same he quickly began cracking open CD’s in search for... 
whatever it was their culprit had left behind. Oh how Justin was going to enjoy 
rubbing it in Naoto’s face that he was right as he opened up the last CD case to 
reveal another envelope inside. 


“And there you have it ladies and gentlemen. Threes and Sevens.” Justin remarked 
smugly as he pulled the card out of the CD case, though also pacing his way to a CD 
player that had been set up near the end of the shop. They already had their clue 
from the culprit, but perhaps there was another underlying meaning within the song 
itself. After all, this guy could have picked nearly any sing on that album to make a 
reference to, and Justin still would have gotten it. Why 3’s and 7’s? Was it because it 
was so subtle? Or was there some hidden meaning there. Justin slid the CD in, 
pressing a few buttons on the player to select a track, eyes still on the envelop all 
the while. Naoto was about to grab the CD case out of his hand, since he was clearly 
having a hard time holding everything at once, but then something caught her eye. 
Something about the size of the envelope struck her as odd; plus it wasn’t as thick 
as usual. You could practically see through it; and that didn’t look like words to her. 


“What’s this?” Naoto remarked with curiosity, snatching the envelope out of Justin’s 
hands, much to his annoyance. He swore, if there wasn’t such kickass music 
blasting in his ears right now he’d choke a bitch. Actually; Josh Hommes would 
probably want him to give her shit back if she was just going to steal shit from him. 
Well... Nick Oliveri would anyway. And as a general rule, it was a bad idea to take 
any life advice from a guy who held his girlfriend hostage. Naoto quickly but 
gracefully opened the lip of the envelope, sliding the contents out of the envelope. 
What she saw she could honestly say confused her greatly. It was a picture of Justin 
and a man she couldn’t quite identify due to there being a large chunk of the 
picture being torn up from the shoulders up. Justin quickly snatched the photo to 
see what the hell she was gawking at, and once he found out what it was he wasn’t 
very pleased. 


“4 This... this is...” Justin mumbled to himself as he laid his eyes on the picture, 
mouth slightly agape, eyes glaring at the photo with this painful expression in his 
eye. Oh yes, he recognized the man in the picture... at least, he recognized who 
that monster was pretending to be. But alas, his father died long before his body 
did, becoming nothing but a shell of the person he formerly was. Justin probably 
should have been confused how the culprit got a hold of this picture, mostly 


because last he checked (which to be fair was a pretty long while ago) the photo in 
his living room was still there. This wasn’t the same one, but a duplicate. 


Lie, lie to my face 

Tell me it ain't no thing 

That's what | wanna hear 

Take the lie to the grave 

That's what an old friend told me 
Look what it did for him 


“\..Let’s just go.” Justin sighed after a moment, crumpling the picture up before 
throwing it to the ground, storming out of the store in a fit. Naoto just watched with 
great confusion as he marched out; not necessarily because he just left without a 
word, but because there was something painful about his tone of voice before he 
dismissed himself. Whatever that was a photo of, it didn’t sit well with Justin, that 
was for sure. She leaned over to pick the picture up off the floor, giving a quick look 
around before unfolding the slip and sliding it into her pocket. She didn’t know what 
it was, but she was going to have to find out eventually. She sighed before slowly 
making her way back to the CD player, music still blasting from the speakers. 


Run, you'll never escape 
You see you'd go nowhere 
So new you will appear 
Broke, laid to waste 

Turn into sweet nothings 
That kiss you goodbye 


“| should probably take this with me for the investigation.” 


